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between 1995 and 2010 has 
decreased, as evident in Figure 1 and 
Figure 2. Actually, the real market 
shift for these HS44 appeared 
towards India with an increase 
of exports from US$41 million to 
US$429 million in the same period 
(UN Comtrade, 2011). While exports 
to Europe and USA barely changed, 
the contraction on the main Asian 
markets was not matched by the 
diversi!cation to new markets which 
can be seen on Figure 2, and the 
total exports of Malaysia’s HS44 fell 
by US$400 millions. Is this scenario 
showing the real evolution of the 
market?
Don’t forget the sensational 
development of wooden furniture 
sales in the same period! While 
in 1995 the furniture export were 
limited merely to USA, Japan, and 
Europe (Figure 3), in 2010 the sales 
to USA increased tremendously, 
the European and Japanese market 
expanded slightly and a wide 
diversi!cation to numerous markets 
occurred, with notable new markets 
as the Emirates, Australia and India 
(Figure 4). The total Malaysian 
exports of wooden furniture did 
increase by US$1 billion in the 
period, and essentially through the 
increase of the sales to USA.
PROBLEM/OPPORTUNITY
So what about this widespread 
perception of a trade shift from West 
to East? Is it simply a mirage based 
on the repeated !nancial troubles 
occurring in the West, or has this 
perception a !rm ground?
Undoubtedly, the Malaysian sales of 
wood products to speci!c European 
market have shrunk in the last 25 
years from 25% to a mere 5% of the 
total sales. Apparently, the sales 
to Europe didn’t grow as fast as 
the sales to other countries. While 
globalisation probably open a lot 
ISSUE
Local news encouraged furniture 
exports to China in a big way. The 
Chinese furniture market potential 
is not trivial.  China’s domestic 
furniture consumption has grown 
double-digit on a yearly basis and 
in 2010, the consumption was 
equivalent to the US domestic 
market. Malaysia’s furniture export to 
China increased from RM40.9mil in 
2009 to RM50.2mil in 2010, a growth 
of 23% within a year. In turn, with 
7 billions—one !fth of the world’s 
population, China’s annual GDP 
growth rate has reached a double-
digit in recent years while many 
developed countries are struggling 
with various economic problems. 
The shift from western to eastern 
market seems unavoidable.
IS THE SHIFT REAL? 
A sale of primary and secondary 
wood products category (HS44) 
from Malaysia to China and Japan, 
Figure 1: 
Sales of wood products from 
Malaysia to the world, 1995
Source: UN Comtrade (2011)
Figure 2: 
Sales of wood products from 
Malaysia to the world, 2010
Source: UN Comtrade (2011)
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growth of the Chinese demand for 
Malaysian products, one should 
not forget that all the “western and 
Japanese products”, so much in 
demand in the Chinese market, are 
made in China, which became the 
factory of the world. The Chinese 
market is avid for foreign products, 
but made in China, or sold by 
mainland Chinese companies. Such 
a factor probably weights a lot and 
encourages Malaysian exporters 
to venture more in depths with 
Chinese producers and retailers. 
In this regard, Malaysian private 
sector is taking a proactive role 
in capturing a bigger share of the 
Chinese market. For example, The 
Council of Asia Furniture Association 
(Cafa) has worked closely with Cafa 
member countries together with 
China National Furniture Association, 
the Chamber of Commerce of 
LeCong Furniture Cities and LeCong 
International Exhibition Centre 
(LeCong IEC) owner to create mutual 
bene!t and understanding to further 
develop the furniture industry in 
China. 
Malaysia has a slight advantage 
in exploring the Chinese market. 
Traditionally, Malaysia has a strong 
socio-economic and political 
relationship with the Chinese 
government. This special guan-
xi (relation) is expected to assist 
local traders, who not only write 
and read the Chinese language 
but understand Chinese culture, 
penetrating the Chinese market.
In line with government’s vision 
to achieve a high-income nation 
by 2020, Malaysian government 
agencies such as MATRADE, MTIB, 
MTC and MFPC are expected to lead 
and assist local manufacturers and 
traders to take a bigger bite of the 
Chinese market. 
of new opportunities to Malaysian 
exporters, Europe choose to 
tighten its environmental standards 
during this period, following 
NGO’s campaigns and boycotts. 
Consequent failure for expected 
premium prices for eco-certi!ed 
products to develop, exacerbate the 
shrink. 
In reality, intensifying trade with 
China that has been so often 
predicted didn’t occur in a big way, 
if one look at the Malaysian sales 
of wood products. Conversely, 
the media continued to mention 
increasing purchase of raw materials 
by China from the world especially 
from Africa, as well as the increasing 
purchasing power of the Chinese 
middle class hungry for Iphones, 
bullet trains, Airbus planes, BMW, 
Mercedes and Honda cars, Ikea 
furniture and other products from 
the West and from Japan.
Did Malaysian wood products 
exporters miss the train of the 
Chinese market development?
Indeed, the Indian market developed 
faster for the Malaysians than the 
Chinese market. Regarding the timid 
Figure 3: 
Sales of wooden furniture from 
Malaysia to the world, 1995
Source: UN Comtrade (2011)
Figure 4: 
Sales of wooden furniture from 
Malaysia to the world, 2011
Source: UN Comtrade (2011)
FURTHER INFORMATION PLEASE CONTACT:
Jean-Marc Roda, PhD | Ismariah Ahmad, PhD
Rohana Abd Rahman | Lim Hin Fui, PhD
Mohd Parid Mamat
ECONOMIC AND STRATEGIC ANALYSIS  
PROGRAMME (EAS)
Innovation & Commercialization Division,
Forest Research Institute Malaysia (FRIM), 
52109 Kepong, Selangor Darul Ehsan, Malaysia
Tél.  :  +603 6279 7544 / 7541 / 7714 / 7549
Fax  :  +603 6275 0925
email  :  frim_eas@frim.gov.my
Website  :  http://www.frim.gov.my
